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INTRODUCTION 
 
When first diving into the mummy masks of the Ptolemaic (332 BC-30BC) and Roman period 
(30 BC-337 AD), one is presented with a lot of material. These funerary masks, that were 
placed on the mummified and accompanied them into the grave, seem to have gained in 
popularity during these times. This is very fortunate, as the development of the funerary 
material culture during the Ptolemaic and Roman period has long been an understudied topic. 
Yet, when fixing one’s attention to these mummy masks, some problems occur. Although the 
known corpus of mummy masks is substantial, the amount of well-dated masks is alarmingly 
low. And although we seem to have an abundance of Roman material, the Ptolemaic mummy 
masks are lacking. When it comes to Ptolemaic funerary culture (masks, burial goods, and 
even the mummies themselves) there seems to be a “gap in the record”. Were there fewer 
masks produced in the Ptolemaic period? Have we simply not found them yet? Or could the 
scantiness of Ptolemaic mummies and their masks be explained by the unreliable dating 
methods that were used to form the first chronology of the mummy masks of the Ptolemaic 
and Roman period? I.e., could some of the Roman mummy masks actually be Ptolemaic in 
date? In this thesis I will examine the problems of dating Ptolemaic and Roman mummy 
masks, and how this has led to the formation of an uncertain and potentially incorrect 
chronology. 
 
The original intent of this thesis was twofold: 1. Demonstrate the difficulties in dating 
mummy masks at the current time. 2. Investigate the possibility to “fill the gap” of Ptolemaic 
mummy masks. In order to attain the second objective, the first had to be discussed 
thoroughly. Consequently, this work has been divided into chapters concerning the different 
dating methods used most by researchers of funerary art,1 instead of a chronological or 
geographical subdivision. 
It is important to emphasize that this work will not be able to actually “fill the gap” of 
Ptolemaic mummy masks. It will not provide a new chronology for Ptolemaic and Roman 
mummy masks, nor will it be able to prove a Ptolemaic dating for specific Roman mummy 
                                               
1 Riggs lists these dating methods, juxtaposing the ‘unreliable’ dating method of looking at stylistic criteria to the 
more reliable dating methods as dating by hairstyle, earrings and inscriptions. C. Riggs, ‘Facing the Dead: 
Recent Research on the Funerary Art of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt’, AJA 106 no 1 (2002), 93-4. 
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masks. It will, however, be a first step in investigating the possibility of a misdating of some 
mummy masks, by outlining the difficulties and flaws in the current research. 
In order to fully grasp the implications in the research on Ptolemaic and Roman 
mummy masks, it is important to look at the history of studies on the funerary culture in 
general first. This context has greatly shaped the way mummy masks have been dealt with, 
and explains some of the limitations of the research. This will therefore be discussed in the 
first chapter. In the second chapter I will briefly address the concept definition of a mummy 
mask and their history and purpose. The third chapter will deal with the different dating 
methods, where I will discuss when and why these dating methods do not (always) work, and 
how this might indicate the possibility of re-dating mummy masks to the Ptolemaic period. 
The fourth chapter shall discuss the outcome of the research of chapter 3, and reflect on it. It 
will also present hopes for the future. 
 
Although this work will outline the difficulties and possible flaws in the current research of 
mummy masks, it is important to note it is by no means exhaustive. The focus of the work is 
put on masks that were dated to the transition period between the Ptolemaic and Roman 
period (1st century BC – 1st century AD). The possible re-dating of some of these masks might 
explain the lack of Ptolemaic mummy masks.  
 In researching mummy masks, one is confronted with a diversity in approach. Masks 
are either mentioned in overviews such as those of G. Grimm2 and M.S. Vasquez,3 discussed 
in works on a specific museum’s mask collection, such as those by M.A. Stadler4 and A. 
Müller,5 briefly included in museum- or exhibition catalogues,6 or accessible through 
museum’s website databases. Yet, there are still many masks unpublished as well. This leads 
to a great variation in treatments of mummy masks and often contradictory descriptions 
and/or dating. In my research I have used a variety of these sources, selecting samples of 
mummy masks to illustrate my arguments. In the index of objects, I have listed the source I 
                                               
2 G. Grimm, Die römischen Mumienmasken aus Ägypten (1974). 
3 M.S. Vasquez, Crenças funerárias e identidade cultural no Egito Romano: máscaras de múmia: Volume I – 
Texto (PhD thesis, Universidade de São Paulo; Sao Paulo, 2005). 
4 M.A. Stadler, Ägyptische Mumienmasken in Würzburg (2004). 
5 A. Müller, ‘New research on Roman period mummy masks: The case example of the Budapest Museum of 
Fine Arts collection’, in K.A. Kóthay (ed.), Burial and mortuary practices in Late period and Graeco-Roman 
Egypt: Proceedings of the International Conference held at Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest, 17-19 July 2014 
(Budapest, 2016), 293-306. 
6M.F. Aubert, R. Cortopassi and C. Ziegler, Portraits funéraires de l’Égypte romaine I: Masques en stuc (Paris, 
2004); M.F. Aubert, R. Cortopassi and G. Nachtergael, Portraits funéraires de l’Égypte romaine II: 
Cartonnages, linceuls et bois (Paris, 2008). 
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used to obtain the image and primary information from, although more information can 
sometimes be found in other sources as well. In these cases, I have mentioned these sources in 
the text, or they can be found in the literature listed for the mask in the index of objects. 
 
1. ON THE FUNERARY CULTURE OF PTOLEMAIC AND 
ROMAN EGYPT 
 
The funerary culture of ancient Egypt is a topic that has always piqued the interest of 
scholars. From early on it has been clear that death and the afterlife played a major role in 
Egyptian civilization, leading researchers to investigate funerary rites, traditions, the material 
culture and architecture. Yet, the funerary culture of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt has been 
understudied: in works that present overviews of the funerary culture of ancient Egypt and its 
changes, the times of the Ptolemies and Roman rule are often either described together in a 
chapter concerning the “Greco-Roman period” and even the “Late period” as a whole,7 or 
described in chapters that are noticeably shorter than the chapters concerning the earlier 
dynastic times8, or they are completely omitted from the overview.9 Separate and elaborate 
reviews of these two different periods seem to be rare. 
Nevertheless, this chapter will attempt to give a short overview of what we know of 
the funerary culture of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt and how it progressed and changed 
during these periods. It then discusses what research has been done, highlighting the general 
problems that have arisen in studying the funerary culture of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt. 
This hopefully sheds a light on why elaborate reviews of the Ptolemaic and Roman periods 
tend to be missing from books on funerary culture, and makes the reader aware of the 
difficulties that will present themselves further in this work on mummy masks. 
 
Changes in funerary culture 
Within the history of ancient Egypt, the times of the Ptolemies and Romans have always been 
known as periods of change. As Egypt came under foreign rule, many aspects of society 
                                               
7 J.H. Taylor, Death & the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt (London, 2001). Taylor presents overviews of different 
aspects of funerary culture (shabtis 112-32; tombs, cemeteries & mortuary cults 136-55; coffins & sarcophagi 
214-34). Only the overview on mummification (78-91) mentions the Ptolemaic and Roman periods separately.  
8 W. Grajetzki, Burial Customs in Ancient Egypt (London, 2003). 
9 B. McDermott, Death in ancient Egypt (Stroud, 2006). Overview on pages 77-119. 
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changed with it. Yet, the religious belief system has always been said to have remained fairly 
consistent. As death and the afterlife are an important part of the religious beliefs of the 
ancient Egyptians, it is interesting to take a look at how funerary art and burial customs 
progressed within these periods. Did the funerary culture remain the same during the 
Ptolemaic and Roman times, and if not, how and when did it change? Studying these changes 
and their significance is “one of the key challenges to scholars of Greco-Roman burials 
today”.10 
At the beginning of Ptolemaic rule, burying the dead remained quite consistent with 
earlier burials from the Late period. According to W. Grajetzki, early Ptolemaic burials were 
still so Egyptian that ‘it is often impossible to determine whether a burial belongs to the 
thirtieth Dynasty or early Ptolemaic period’.11 The early Ptolemaic burials were comprised of 
coffins (inner and outer) that were mostly anthropoid (with a disproportionately large head), 
decorated with the deceased in mummy form on a pedestal with a supporting pillar on the 
back. The mummies were often covered with cartonnage body-cases or separate mask, 
breastplate, and footcase, which were sometimes gilded. The mummy might be covered with 
a bead-net or shroud, and was often accompanied by amulets within the wrappings. The burial 
assemblage contained canopic boxes (although they usually did not contain the viscera, as 
these would be wrapped separately and placed back into the body), Ptah-Sokar-Osiris figures, 
shabtis, hypocephali, and sometimes funerary papyri (e.g. the Book of the Dead), animal 
mummies, and/or some pottery.12 
It is important to weigh this ‘assemblage image’ against the known funerary customs 
that preceded. Already from the end of the Third intermediate period on there is a decline in 
the building of new tombs. As the reuse of older tombs gained popularity and remained the 
most common practice, we are left with only few securely dated, undisturbed burials from the 
Late period.13 But we can already establish a variation in the quality of embalming 
techniques,14 and in the size and craftmanship of the shabtis.15 With the exception of the high-
elite archaizing burials from the 25th and 26th dynasty, a reduction in grave goods can already 
                                               
10 A.L. Boozer, ‘Cultural identity housing and burial practices’ in K. Vandorpe (ed.), A companion to Greco-
Roman and Late antique Egypt (Hoboken, 2019), 371. 
11 Grajetzki, Burial Customs, 123. 
12 Grajetzki, Burial Customs, 123. 
13 G. Schreiber, ‘Early and Middle Ptolemaic Funerary Art at Thebes (ca. 206-88 BC)’ in: Z. Hawass, T.A. Bacs, 
G. Schreiber (eds.), Proceedings of the Colloquium on Theban Archaeology at the Supreme Council of 
Antiquities November 5, 2009 (Cairo, 2011), 107. 
14 Some would even describe this period as showing a decline in embalming techniques. Taylor, Death, 86-87. 
15 Taylor, Death, 128. 
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be found.16 These customs remained consistent in the early Ptolemaic period, denoting a 
continuation of Late Dynastic funerary culture, with further reduction as the Ptolemaic period 
continued. When exactly the assemblages of the burials were scaled back is difficult to say. 
Extensively documented, and securely dated burials from the Ptolemaic (and Roman) periods 
are very rare. But the gradual reduction of funerary goods is undeniable: by the end of the 
Ptolemaic period shabtis had all but disappeared,17 canopic jars and chests had fallen out of 
use, and the Book of the Dead was mostly reduced to sparse occurrences of individual, 
adapted spells.18 Most of the funerary assemblage was no longer a common accompaniment. 
This ‘scaling back’ of the burial customs can also be observed in the coffins that were used. 
Decorated sarcophagi became a rarity, and coffins became more modest. The decoration 
shifted from the exterior of the sarcophagi/coffins onto the mummy itself, giving greater 
importance to the cartonnage body-cases and separate masks, breastplates and footcases.19  
Another change that occurred was the incorporation of a “Greek tradition” into the 
funerary art. This change has been most noticeable on the cartonnage cases, the mummy 
masks, and in new panel portraiture; the mummy portraits. This change is said to have begun 
with small loans from Greek art, like the depicture of curls underneath traditional Egyptian 
headcovers,20 and adapted into depicting a naturalistic image of the deceased in masks and on 
panel or shroud portraits. In this imagery, the deceased could also wear contemporary Greek 
clothing and jewelry. It is mostly believed this shift towards individualistic looking funerary 
art within a frame of Egyptian imagery began in - and continued to evolve through - the 
Roman period, even though these loans from Greek art have been attested in the Ptolemaic 
period as well.  
In the Roman period, further decrease of the use of coffins in favor of decorated 
cartonnages occurred. Mummification remained a common practice, which would only 
decline well into the third century AD.21 Shrouds on mummies continued to be used, but now 
                                               
16 Grajetzki, Burial Customs, 113-14. 
17 According to Jan Moje, shabtis already disappeared in the middle of the Ptolemaic period, during the reign of 
Ptolemaios V; J. Moje, The ushebtis from early excavations in the necropolis of Asyut, mainly by David George 
Hogarth and Ahmed Bey Kamal: with remarks on ushebti iconography and related burial practices in Asyut 
from the New Kingdom to the Ptolemaic Period (Wiesbaden, 2013), 34. 
18 The Book of the Dead papyri were the most popular funerary manuscripts in the beginning of the Ptolemaic 
period, but were already adapted into and replaced by spells from the Book of Breathing from the 4th century 
onwards. The very last manifestations of these funerary spells are from the Roman Period (2nd century AD.). F. 
Scalf, Book of the dead: becoming god in ancient Egypt (Chicago, 2017), 144-46. 
19 Grajetzki, Burial Customs, 124. The decoration of the cartonnage cases remained popular well into the Roman 
Period; Taylor, Death, 91. 
20 Grajetzki, Burial Customs, 127. 
21 The mummification process in Roman Egypt has been described as ‘declined in standard’, but nowadays 
scholars mostly agree that there were varying methods, resulting in varying quality of embalming techniques. 
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evolved into painted linen shrouds decorated with a combination of Greek/Roman portraiture 
and traditional Egyptian imagery.22 With burials dated to the Roman period, sometimes every-
day objects are found again, like e.g. Roman style jewelry.23 
The type of burial still varies in the Roman period; re-use of tombs was still in practice, as 
well as building new tombs. These were mostly out of mudbrick however, leaving only few 
intact and well-excavated. Graves consisting of merely a pit in a cemetery were also a 
conventional way of burying the dead, which had now also become common for the elite. 
 
Of course, one must keep in mind that the burial customs and the changes they endured will 
have varied locally. This makes it even more difficult to establish a general overview of when 
certain traditions or innovations in funerary customs were introduced and abandoned. In 
Alexandria for example, Greek influences on burial traditions are much more strongly 
attested, 24 while the Egyptian tradition persevered for a long time in religious centers like 
Thebes. It is therefore essential to not over-generalize the funerary culture of Ptolemaic and 
Roman Egypt and that the origins and context of funerary finds are always taken into account, 
whenever possible. 
 
Past research and arisen problems 
Unfortunately, over-generalization of the Ptolemaic and Roman periods has long been a 
problem, due to the scantiness of the research. The investigation of the material of these 
periods started rather late, being “neglected in the nineteenth century in favour of pharaonic 
times.”25 According to J. Thompson, who wrote an elaborate series on the history of 
Egyptology, excavations and research in the nineteenth century mostly focussed on the older 
periods, despite the classical background of Egyptology as a research field.  
The interest for Greco-Roman times increased with the find of a vast collection of 
papyri, sparking many excavations through-out Egypt.26 These excavations are usually poorly 
documented and mainly focussed on retrieving papyri. While Greco-Roman papyrology 
                                               
Taylor, Death, 91; C. Riggs, ‘Tradition and Innovation in the Burial Practices in Roman Egypt’, in K. Lembke, 
M. Minas-Nerpel and S. Pfeiffer (eds), Tradition and Transformation. Egypt under Roman rule: Proceedings of 
the International Conference, Hildesheim, Roemer- and Pelizaeus-Museum, 3-6 July 2008 (Leiden, 2010), 345. 
22 Riggs, in Lembke, Minas-Nerpel and Pfeiffer (eds.), Culture, 352. 
23 Grajetzki, Burial Customs, 128. 
24 F.e. in the practices of burying the dead in communal hypogenea. For more information on this, see T. 
Landvatter, ‘Burial practices and ritual landscapes at Ptolemaic Abydos’, NEA 76 no.4 (2013), 96. 
25 J. Thompson, Wonderful Things: A History of Egyptology 2: The Golden Age: 1881–1914 (Cairo, 2015), 83. 
26 Especially in the Fayum, as papyri were found in Arsinoë, Hawara, and Oxyrhynchus at the end of the 
nineteenth century. Thompson, Wonderful Things, 85-90. 
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thrived, excavations for material culture and architecture were still mainly focussed on earlier 
dynastic periods. This changed with Flinders Petrie’s find of a vast collection of “Fayum 
portraits” in Hawara. These panels displayed lifelike portraits that were (or had been) attached 
to mummies. Scholarly interest for these portraits grew. Previous assumptions made by 
Theodor Graf that the portraits were of the Ptolemaic kings and queens27 were cast aside in 
favour of a dating in Roman times.28 These mummy portraits continued to be the aspect of 
Greco-Roman funerary art that received the most attention.29  
In the 1960’s and 70’s, more studies concerning Greco-Roman funerary art and culture 
appeared. Not only Parlasca’s work on mummy portraits, but also Castiglione’s take on the 
principle of the ‘double style’ in Roman Egypt and Grimm’s monograph on Roman mummy 
masks contributed to the field.30 These studies can best be described, as done by Riggs, as 
“invaluable in terms of presenting the material and opening a line of questions and debate, 
but their deployment of classical scholarship overshadowed the Egyptian context and 
character of the funerary art.”31 And so, although they present research on important material 
sources, they lack the ability to ground them within the Egyptian funerary culture. 
From the 1990s on, new research into different aspects of the funerary art and culture 
has been conducted. Not only have excavations produced new material to investigate, but 
scholars have also revisited earlier research and excavation records, to try to deliver a clearer 
picture of the Greco-Roman period from an Egyptological viewpoint. More studies on 
mummy portraits and masks have appeared, 32 as well as works on other specific aspects of 
the funerary culture like stelae,33 the Book of the Dead,34 and tomb decoration.35 But there has 
also been an increasing number of studies that, more generally, focus on the progression of 
                                               
27 For description of this early theory see: R. Geare, ‘ANCIENT GREEK ENCAUSTIC PORTRAITS: A 
CRITICISM BASED UPON THE CELEBRATED COLLECTION OF HERR THEODOR GRAF OF 
VIENNA.’, The Craftsman (1901-1916) (1904), 142. 
28 Thompson, Wonderful Things, 94. 
29 Examples of these early studies are those of Möller and Drerup; G. Möller, Das Mumienporträt (Berlin, 1920); 
H. Drerup, Die Datierung der Mumienporträts (1933). 
30 K. Parlasca, H. Seemann, C. Ewigleben, and K. Schamnach, Augenblicke: Mumienporträts ans ägyptische 
Grabkunst aus römischer Zeit (München, 1999); L. Castiglione, "Dualité du style dans l'art sépulcral égyptien à 
l’époque romaine”, Acta Antiqua 9 (1961); Grimm, Die römischen Mumienmasken. 
31 C. Riggs, The beautiful burial in Roman Egypt: art, identity and funerary religion (2005), 36. 
32 M.L. Bierbrier, Portraits and masks: burial customs in Roman Egypt (London, 1997); E. Bayer-Niemeier, 
Ägyptische Bildwerke. Bd. 3: Skulptur, Malerei, Papyri und Särge (Melsungen, 1993); B. Barbara, 
Mumienporträts: Chronologie und kultureller Kontext (Mainz, 1996); Stadler, Ägyptische Mumienmasken. 
33 A. Abdalla, Graeco-Roman Funerary Stela from Upper Egypt (Liverpool, 1992). 
34 Scalf, Book of the dead. 
35 M.S. Venit, Visualizing the Afterlife in the Tombs of Graeco-Roman Egypt (New York, 2015). 
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art, customs, and identity in the funerary context of Greco-Roman times.36 The most elaborate 
being the studies by Christina Riggs on funerary culture in Roman Egypt.37 And although 
these works show great development in the understanding of Roman Egypt, they also display 
the lack of solid research on Ptolemaic times as a period on its own.  
Although there are insightful works on the historical progressions, temples and temple 
lives, and economic and social changes of the Ptolemaic period,38 there are no standalone 
studies on the funerary culture and the changes it endures during this time. Riggs offers an 
explanation for this, saying that, for this period specifically, the vast amount of textual 
sources highlights the lack of (securely dated) material evidence of the funerary culture.39 So 
were there less mummies in Ptolemaic times? This does not seem likely, as Egypt generally 
flourished during the Ptolemaic period. Ancient city centers must have had cemeteries, where 
people would be buried for generations. So why have we not found them? The so called “gap 
in the record” for Ptolemaic material evidence seems quite inexplicable, and has hindered 
detailed research into the developments in funerary art and burial customs.40  
According to Riggs, the gap was left by earlier excavators who poorly documented 
funerary materials that were found.41 In many cases, interesting finds from excavations would 
simply be dispersed over museums without proper investigation or documentation of their 
context, while objects that were not museum-worthy would not be mentioned at all. A good 
example of this are the excavations of the Hawara mummies by Petrie, in which the masks 
themselves were studied, but the accompanying grave goods or the exact location of the burial 
were completely omitted from excavation records and publications. 42 In some cases, Greco-
Roman burials would even be cleared before proper documentation in favour of older, deeper 
layers of sites. This happened in Deir El-Bahri in the excavations seasons of 1912-1913, when 
                                               
36 For example; J.A. Corbelli, The art of death in Graeco-Roman Egypt (London, 2006); S.E. Cole, ‘Cultural 
Manoeuvring in the Elite Tombs of Ptolemaic Egypt’ in R.M. Gondek, and C.L. Sulosky Weaver, The Ancient 
Art of Transformation: Case Studies from Mediterranean Contexts (Oxford, 2019); Landvatter, NEA 76 no. 4. 
For Thebes specifically; N. Strudwick, ‘Some aspects of the archaeology of the Theban necropolis in the 
Ptolemaic and Roman periods’ in N. Strudwick, J.H. Taylor (eds.), The Theban Necorpolis: Past, Present and 
Future (London, 2003), 167-188; Schreiber, in Hawass, Bacs, and Schreiber (eds.), Proceedings, 105-139; 
37 Riggs, AJA 106, 85-101; C. Riggs, ‘Roman Period Mummy Masks from Deir el-Bahri’, JEA 86 (2000), 121-
144; C. Riggs, ’Funerary Rituals (Ptolemaic and Roman Periods)’ in W. Wendrich, J. Dieleman, E. Frood and J. 
Baines, UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptology (Los Angeles, 2010); Riggs, The beautiful burial; Riggs, in Lembke, 
Minas-Nerpel and Pfeiffer (eds.), Culture.  
38 The list for these sources is too long to be included in this work, but the most noteworthy is by Bianchi: 
Bianchi, R.S., Cleopatra’s Egypt: age of the Ptolemies (Brooklyn, 1988). 
39 Riggs, in Lembke, Minas-Nerpel and Pfeiffer (eds.), Culture, 344. 
40 Riggs, in Lembke, Minas-Nerpel and Pfeiffer (eds.), Culture, 344. 
41 Riggs, AJA 106, 85. 
42J. Picton, S. Quirke, and P.C. Roberts, Living Images: Egyptian funerary portraits in the Petrie Museum 
(Oxford, 2007), 33. 
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Winlock found “a network of mud-brick walls [that] proved to be tombs of the Ptolemaic 
Period dating from about 200 B.C. In all, we cleared nearly a hundred tombs of little-known 
type”. 43 No information is given about how Winlock obtained the dating of these tombs, no 
list of burial finds is known to us, and there is no mention of finds of human remains or even 
a review of the structures of these tombs.  
Another cause of the lack of context of funerary finds can be found in the occupation 
of tomb-robbery. Most ancient Egyptian burials have been disturbed somewhere during the 
course of history and many finds have been looted, and have then emerged on the art market 
without proper information on their origin. This has also been the case for many Ptolemaic 
(and Roman) funerary finds. 
Since we hardly have any ‘complete’ burials from which to draw conclusions, a secure 
chronology of material finds from Ptolemaic times is still lacking. Finds from the Roman era 
have long dealt with the same problem of improper documentation, but scholars have found 
relatively reliable ways of dating some of the Roman finds using the analysis of hairstyles, 
jewelry and inscriptions as a basis of the chronology.44 This has led to, at the least, a 
conception of how the funerary culture progressed in the Roman period. 
But these methods cannot be used for all finds, let alone Ptolemaic finds. In the end, 
the most accurate and reliable ways of dating funerary finds of the Ptolemaic or Roman times 
are either through a successfully dated archaeological context (for this, pottery would provide 
the most stable dating) or inscriptions (either through the paleography or the content).45 This 
highlights once more the importance of finding well-documented, complete burials from the 
Ptolemaic and Roman periods. Without these, the dating of finds remains a precarious 
endeavor. Riggs, accurately, warns for dating based on stylistic criteria.46 Comparing finds 
stylistically has led scholars to make assumptions on two accounts: that anything with a lesser 
quality must be later, and that anything with a more naturalistic or Greek/Roman appearance 
must be later in date. Riggs strongly opposes these views, speaking of a ‘persistent tendency 
to adopt a low chronology for funerary and other works of art, based in part on the fallacy 
that anything that looks ‘unusual’ or has a naturalistic appearance must date to the Roman 
                                               
43 H.E. Winlock, Excavations at Deir el Bahri 1911-1931 (New York, 1942), 5. 
44 F.e. Borg studies hairstyles, Walker reviews jewelry; Borg, Mumienporträts; S. Walker, M.L. Bierbrier, 
Ancient Faces: Mummy Portraits from Roman Egypt (1997). 
45 Riggs, The beautiful burial, 39. 
46 Riggs, The beautiful burial, 39. 
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Period’.47 It is therefore necessary to remain critical of dating of the funerary finds from 
Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt, also when focusing on mummy masks in the next chapters. 
 
2. ON MUMMY MASKS 
Before taking a look at the mummy masks of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt, it is useful 
to briefly establish what a mummy mask is. The term ‘mummy mask’ has been used to 
describe head covers on a mummy commonly made of plaster or cartonnage. For the latter, a 
combination of stucco with linen or discarded papyri was used. The plaster or cartonnage was 
painted or gilded, and in some cases the eyes were inlaid with (painted) glass or stone.  
Mummy masks have long been a part of the ancient Egyptian funerary culture: they 
have been found as early as the Old Kingdom,48 and continued to be a part of the funerary 
assemblage until the end of the Roman Period.49 The funerary mask served as protection -both 
physical and magical- of the face, which was not only a mark of identity, but also of 
existence.50 As mentioned in spell 151 of the Book of the Dead,51 the mummy mask allowed 
the deceased to see, and was a visualization of their transformed, divine status.52 As such, an 
idealized version of the deceased was portrayed. 
But for the oldest mummy masks (from the Old Kingdom) the purpose will probably have 
been guaranteeing the deceased’s journey to the afterlife: plaster facial casts were made to 
ensure the protection of the head and therefore the continuation of existence.53 
During the Middle Kingdom an increase in cartonnage masks can be detected, although 
wooden masks also appeared.54 The mummy masks of high officials now often had a (blue) 
tripartite wig, facial hair consisting of a beard and moustache (for the men) and a wesekh 
collar. These masks present a far more “impersonal” or idealized image; a trend that 
continued during New Kingdom.55 The most well-known mummy mask comes from this 
                                               
47 Riggs, The beautiful burial, 39. 
48 D. Wildung ‘Geheimnisvolle Gesichter’, Antike Welt 21 no. 4 (1990), 210. 
49 E. Casini ‘Remarks on ancient Egyptian cartonnage mummy masks from the Late Old Kingdom to the end of 
the New Kingdom’, in J.M. Chyla, J. Dębowska-Ludwin, K. Rosińska-Balik and C. Walsh (eds), Current 
Research in Egyptology 2016: Proceedings of the Seventeenth annual Symposium (Oxford, 2017), 56. 
50 D. Meeks ‘Dieu masqué, dieu sans tête’, Archéo-Nil 1 (1991), 5. 
51 This spell was inscribed on the golden mummy mask of Tutankhamun. For the spell, see: Wildung, Antike 
Welt 21 no. 4, 206. 
52 Casini, in Chyla (eds), Research, 57. 
53 Casini, in Chyla (eds), Research, 57-8. 
54 Casini, in Chyla (eds), Research, 57. 
55 Wildung, Antike welt 21 no. 4, 210-11. 
 13 
period: the gold mask of king Tutankhamun.56 Here the association with the gods was 
demonstrated by the gold skin. This is a feature that would endure during later periods, albeit 
through the gilding of materials like cartonnage, rather than crafting masks from solid gold. 
The Ptolemaic period continued to build on this structure of elements: the blue wig, gilded 
face and idealized design.57 Yet, during this period some changes occur. Scraps of papyrus are 
now used to form the cartonnage material of the mummy masks as well as linen,58 and as 
society experienced an increase in Hellenization, so did the mummy masks. This 
Hellenization broadened in the Roman period, where plaster now -once again- became a 
popular material. As D. Wildung describes: “In Ikonographie und Stil orientieren sie sich oft 
an der römisch beeinflußten Zeitmode und am realistischen Gesichtstypus, halten sich aber 
bisweilen auch an traditionelle Muster. Nicht selten gehen beide Komponenten in ein und 
derselben Maske eine interessante Symbiose ein.”59 
And so, the mummy masks of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt exist in great variety: the 
masks can differ greatly in style and shape based on their provenance and in what time they 
were made. Two general shapes can be detected. The first is the so-called helmet shape (mask 
1), which is a mask that covers the head back and front and usually reaches to the chest (like a 
diver’s helmet).60 Yet there are also examples of masks that are lid shaped. These masks were 
placed on top of the mummy and have a decorated front (and usually sides), but an open back. 
G. Grimm only vaguely touches upon the form of mummy masks: he describes masks with 
extended sides and reduced masks.61 A. Müller defines three types of masks: in addition to the 
helmet-shaped masks she differentiates tongue-shaped (mask 2) and box-shaped masks (mask 
3) within what I have called the lid formed masks.62 Both tongue-shape and box-shape masks 
usually extend over a large part of the mummy’s torso, but the tongue-shape masks are 
recognizable by the lifted head, whereas the box-shaped masks have extended sides, which 
are usually decorated. Her categories are also based on manufacturing: she describes that 
helmet masks are usually made from cartonnage, tongue masks of plaster and box masks 
                                               
56 Wildung, Antike welt 21 no. 4, 211. 
57 Wildung, Antike welt 21 no. 4, 212. 
58 J. Frösén, ‘Conservation of Ancient Papyrus Materials’ in R.S. Bagnall (ed.), The Oxford handbook of 
papyrology (Oxford, 2009), 87. 
59 Wildung, Antike welt 21 no. 4, 213. 
60 Corbelli, The art of death, 53. 
61 Grimm, Die römischen Mumienmasken, 20, 72. 
62 Müller, in Kóthay (ed.), Burial and mortuary practices, 294. 
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contain plaster heads fixed onto cartonnage panels.63 Plaster masks have mostly been found in 
Middle Egypt (in particular at Tuna el-Gebel), and are always given a Roman date.64 
It is important to note that these categories however, should only serve to more easily 
describe the shapes mummy masks can take, as they were formulated by modern scholars and 
will not have been recognized as separate categories by the makers of the masks. Individual 
pieces can vary in shape, manufacturing style and decoration, and so one must be very careful 
to link any definitions of provenance or date to these etic categories. 
3. DATING THE MUMMY MASKS OF PTOLEMAIC AND 
ROMAN EGYPT 
 
In this chapter I will discuss the different methods of dating that were used to form the 
chronology of mummy masks that is currently known to us. In chapter 2, it was already 
established that problems of dating are widespread through the funerary culture of Ptolemaic 
and Roman Egypt. Unfortunately, this is no different for mummy masks. I will therefore 
discuss the different methods, and highlight why these methods do not (always) lead to a 
reliable dating using samples of mummy masks. Hopefully, this will help create an opener 
mind-set on the dating for mummy masks and demonstrate how the chronology might still 
change in the years to come.  
I will first give an overview of the current state of the research into mummy masks. I 
then will discuss the first method: dating by stylistic appearance. In this subchapter I will 
focus on the typologies made by Stadler and Vasquez. In the third and fourth subchapters I 
will discuss methods of dating that -despite being based on stylistic elements- have been 
viewed as more reliable: the dating of earrings and hairstyles (including facial hair). Here I 
will highlight the tendency of over-romanization. The last subchapter will discuss the most 
reliable way of dating: inscriptions. Here I shall present examples in which the inscriptions 
have led to a revision of dating, but I shall also discuss the problems for this method of dating. 
The focus is the ‘group’ of mummy masks that has been dated to the transition period 
between the Ptolemaic and Roman period (1st century BC – 1st century AD), and most 
examples used to question the dating methods shall be from this time-frame. Yet, examples of 
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earlier Ptolemaic and later Roman times shall also be used to demonstrate the difficulties of 
forming a reliable chronology.  
 
Current state of research on mummy masks 
Within the corpus of mummy masks from Ptolemaic to Roman Egypt, a progression from the 
traditional Egyptian style to a more naturalistic and individualistic Greek/Roman style has 
been observed by scholars. But, as Riggs has aptly noted, one should be hesitant of using the 
word ‘style’.  
“The spectrum of art produced in the Egyptian and Greek worlds is too broad to be reduced 
to a single ‘style’. Since the term cannot support the weight of meaning with which it has been 
imbued in this instance, a better alternative is to think of Egyptian and post-Archaic Greek art 
in terms of their systems of representation.”65   
This term better encompasses how there are many different ways of expression within the 
broader vision and conventions of art. The word ‘style’ will therefore only be used in this 
thesis to describe the appearance of a single mask. When it is placed within a frame of 
‘Egyptian’ or ‘Greek/Roman’ language of form, Riggs’ definition shall be used. When aiming 
to describe a certain part of a mummy mask the terms ‘characteristic’, ‘feature’ or ‘element’ 
shall be used. 
So what is visible, is a progression from one system of representation to another. As 
stated in the previous chapters, the early Ptolemaic funerary assemblage (including the 
mummy mask) is still quite similar to that of the Late period, while a transition into the 
adaption of Greek-looking characteristics progresses in the Roman Period. Yet we have no 
clear image of how and when this transition happened. Naturally, this will have been a 
process that happened gradually, and, just as importantly, not equally throughout Egypt. The 
same is true for mummy masks. There is no such thing as a moment of switch into a new 
language of form, and the incorporation of Greek/Roman characteristics will have varied from 
place to place and from workshop to workshop. Most likely this will also have been 
influenced by the person for whom the mask was made. 
Yet, a dive into the studies of mummy masks shows that most scholars like to attribute 
the moment of transition into Greek/Roman characteristics to the historical change that 
occurred in this time frame: the start of the Roman Rule. But what are Greek/Roman 
characteristics exactly? It has become practice to interpret any element that looks more 
                                               
65 Riggs, The beautiful burial, 8-9. 
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‘individualistic’ or ‘different’ as a sign of Greek/Roman influence. But, ‘individualization’ 
has also been a part of Egyptian sculpture, which has portrayed individual features in all 
epochs of Egyptian art history.66 Yet, the greater the individualization or the amount of 
‘naturalistic’ features, the more non-Egyptian it supposedly is. This has led to a systematic 
‘over-romanization’ of mummy masks, where scholars attribute masks to the Roman period 
as soon as its style diverges from the traditional “impersonal” Egyptian form. 
 
When looking at the inventory of mummy masks that are known to us, not that many are 
contributed to Ptolemaic times. One factor that comes into play is that the only overviews that 
have been made, are of Roman mummy masks. To ascertain if there is truly less Ptolemaic 
period material, a complete overview of both periods would have to be made. Yet, a review of 
the catalogues of museums does leave one with the notion that the Roman masks are of 
greater quantity. 
Ptolemaic dated masks are often still very traditional in form, and therefore usually 
assigned to the beginning of the Ptolemaic period. Examples for this traditional form are mask 
4 and 5. Mask 4 belongs to Anch-Sema-Taui and its dating has been estimated to be between 
664 and 300 BC, making it either a Late Period or very early Ptolemaic piece. Mask 5 
resembles the style of mask 4, reminiscent of earlier Egyptian funerary assemblages, and 
received a dating of Ptolemaic times.67 Other traditional forms dated to the early Ptolemaic 
period are masks like mask 6 of the priest Irtirutja, found in Akhmim, which was dated 
between 332 and 250 BC.68 
 There are relatively few masks dated to the 2nd century BC. An example of a mask 
that has been dated to this time is mask 7, the mask of Wahpare, found in Tuna el-Gebel.69 
But this specific a dating is quite rare.70   
A larger corpus of mummy masks has been dated between the late 1st century BC and 
early 1st century AD. This corpus mostly consists of masks with an Egyptian form, but that 
have some elements that can be viewed as ‘individualistic’ or ‘different’, or are viewed as 
                                               
66 Bianchi, Cleopatra’s Egypt, 56-7. 
67 Stadler, Ägyptische Mumienmasken, 38; Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien collection 
<www.khm.at/de/object/3f990ac209/> accessed 29-05-2020  
68 The Metropolitan Museum of Art collection <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/551164> 
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‘Greek/Roman’, and therefore placed at the turning point into the Roman period. Examples of 
this are mask 8 and 9.  
Masks with even more ‘different’ or Greek/Roman features (like f.e. the hairstyle 
and/or garment) are dated to the (late) 1st century AD and later. The largest group of Roman 
masks is dated between the 1st and 2nd century AD, most of them are plaster masks.71 
Examples of later Roman masks are mask 10, which is dated to the 2nd century AD, and mask 
11, which has been estimated to date to the 3rd century AD.72 This leaves us with a very large 
collection of Roman mummy masks, and relatively few Ptolemaic ones, especially from the 
mid-Ptolemaic period. 
What does this mean? Were there fewer masks produced in the Ptolemaic period? Or 
have we simply found fewer due to circumstance? Neither seems a likely theory. Instead, the 
‘gap in the record’ for Ptolemaic masks might not be as much of a gap as we think. Perhaps it 
is possible that a portion of the masks dated between the 1st century BC and 1st century AD, 
that are mostly described as ‘Roman’, are actually Ptolemaic in date. Of course, this 
hypothesis needs proving, which is currently an impossible task. And so, this chapter serves 
as an attempt to investigate the possibility of re-dating mummy masks, by researching what 
dating methods have been used to form the current chronology. 
 
Dating by stylistic appearance 
Dating by stylistic features has been proven to be the method that raises the most concerns of 
reliability, but is also the most used one, as it can be attempted for every mask. Multiple 
authors have commented on this method,73 expressing caution against using solely arguments 
of style when dating an object.  
The method has also often been used to attempt to figure out the provenance of a 
mummy mask. Masks from Lower, Middle and Upper Egypt all differ in style. This can be 
used to assign a possible provenance. This has been attempted in the case of mask 8, which 
was said to be from Abydos, but has since been linked to Hawara by Stadler based on the fact 
it has motifs on the two strands of the wig. He claims that ‘picture fields’ on wig strands are 
something only attested in the Fayum,74 even though masks that were excavated in Meir (like 
mask 12) are also known to have picture fields on the wig strands. The same is true for a 
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73 Stadler, Ägyptische Mumienmasken, 37; Riggs, AJA 106. 
74 Stadler, Ägyptische Mumienmasken, 46. 
 18 
group of masks which is presumed to be from Akhmim (for example mask 13),75 although 
there the strands are interrupted by a collar. When taking a glance at mask 8, it resembles the 
masks from Grimm’s Hawara group (fig. 1) much more than masks found in Meir for 
example, but the explanation of stylistic resemblances remains intangible. This is the pitfall of 
stylistic assessments: they are subjective and it is difficult to factually demonstrate that masks 
belong to a same group and provenance, when the context is missing. 
 
FIG. 1. Mummy masks from Hawara as grouped by Grimm. Mask 8 is represented in Tafel 
3.3 
 Especially since masks from the same provenance can also differ greatly in 
appearance. Grimm’s solution for this is the distinction between an ‘Egyptian’ and a ‘Roman’ 
group mummy masks. This explains why masks from the same place and time can still vary 
so greatly in the amount of Greek/Roman characteristics, even though this contradicts the 
theory (more Greek/Roman features equals later dating) on which the current chronology is 
largely based. Müller points out that this subdivision is too dualistic. According to her, 
Egyptian and Greek/Roman features are used interchangeably. The Budapest collection alone 
                                               
75 Also linked to Hawara by R. Germer, Mummies: life after death in Ancient Egypt (München, 1997), 73-4. 
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contains “… masks with Egyptian hairstyles such as corkscrew curls, 76 but with Roman 
jewellery and Hellenistic-Roman clothing. At the same time, there are masks with Roman 
hairstyles, Roman tunics, but Egyptian wigs and probably also Egyptian collars...” 77 
Workshops could therefore have been producing masks of different styles, following the 
preferences of the buyer; the choice of elements, either from an Egyptian or Greek/Roman 
system of representation, could have been free. This is something that has also been attested 
in the group of masks from Meir, which have all been dated to roughly the same time 
(between 70-110 AD). Some examples of this ‘group’ are mask 12, mask 14, mask 15, and 
mask 16.78 Because of their different appearances, their dating was first thought to be further 
apart. The male masks (mask 12 and 15) were, according to Grimm, older and ‘Egyptian’, 
while the female masks (14 and 16) were of the ‘Roman group’ and of a later date.79 Yet, 
according to Riggs, the iconography, clothing, jewellery and inscriptions indicated that all 
masks were made almost simultaneously.80 Of course, Riggs’ theory cannot be taken to be a 
certainty either, and the dating of the masks (well into the 1st century AD/early 2nd century 
AD) does not help ‘filling the gap’ of Ptolemaic period mummy masks, but this example does 
indicate that Egyptian and Greek/Roman characteristics and systems of representations were 
not always time-bound, and could be used interchangeably. 
 
Still, the interpretation of the stylistic features of mummy masks has been used often in 
creating typologies and linking those to chronology. It is useful to quickly review the 
typologies formed for masks in the transition period (1st century BC-1st century AD) to get a 
sense of the elements/motives that were used in the Ptolemaic and Roman period, and what 
(chronological) conclusions scholars have drawn from them in previous research. I will 
discuss the typologies of Stadler and Vasquez. For Vasquez, I will limit the discussion to his 
types that were dated to the Ptolemaic (I) and early Roman period (II and III), which overlap 
with the typology of Stadler. 
                                               
76 A note needs to be added, that the origin of the corkscrew curls has been debated. Some scholars deem it to be 
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FIG. 2. Overview of the chronology of the typologies of Stadler and Vasquez. Figure based on 
the scheme of Stadler. 
 
Grimm has attempted to create an overview of masks of all provenances within Egypt, 
discussing them based on geographical categorization. This provides a solid overview of the 
different styles of masks, but makes it impossible to focus on (iconographical) elements of the 
masks in particular. Stadler has attempted this by focussing his work on the Würzburger 
masks, which he suspects are all from Hawara. He stresses that his ‘Types’ should not be used 
as fixed categories, but he does attempt to provide a dating for his five types.  
The earliest type (Type I) Stadler constructs has a blue-and-gold striped headdress, and a 
collar, without any other decoration. Examples are mask 4, 5 and mask 17. This type is 
described as the most traditional, but is thought by Stadler to have persisted until the first 
century AD.81 An example of this is mask 18, which is made in an Egyptian system of 
representation, but is dated to the 1st century BC-1st century AD (late Ptolemaic to early 
Roman).82 No explanation for this dating is provided, but it is not unlikely this late dating is 
derived from the fact that the mask looks ‘less polished’ or ‘different’. The same is true for 
mask 19, which is made in the same style as the early Ptolemaic dated masks, but is described 
to be ‘Late Ptolemaic – Early Roman’ without any argumentation. As mentioned before, it is 
definitely possible this ‘traditional’ form mask was still created during the early Roman times. 
The problem is, that the dating is assigned based on fallible arguments. Descriptions like 
‘different’, ‘less polished/lesser in quality’ or ‘naturalistic/more individualistic’ are subjective 
                                               
81 Stadler, Ägyptische Mumienmasken, 39. 
82 Christie’s < https://www.christies.com/lotFinder/lot_details.aspx?intObjectID=5478208> accessed 01.06.2020 
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and should not be used to provide a mummy mask with a dating.83 Without additional 
methods of dating, it is impossible to make reliable statements on these masks.  
Stadler then describes different elements that emerge in his different types: a monochrome 
wig, a headband with a sun disk, and a winged scarab on the head are attributed to Type II 
(which is dated to the early and middle Ptolemaic period).84 Examples of this are mask 20, 
and mask 21. 
 In a later stage, Type III (2nd century BC-Roman period), scenes are depicted on the 
headdress strands85, and a red lining of the face is added.86 Examples of this type are mask 22 
and 23.  
The appearance of a headband with a Wedjat eye with modelled golden pearls, points to a 
later dating (between the 1st century BC and 1st century AD), when stylized curls are also 
painted under the wig (of which the stripes are no longer continuous). For example: mask 24 
and mask 25. Stadler describes this as Type IV.87  
Elements that Stadler identifies as appearing only from the Roman period onwards are an 
open back (lid form mummy masks), and modelled hair under the headdress. Stadlers 
example for this is the mummy mask of Mareis (mask 26), dated to 20-40 AD,88 which 
displays this modelled rim of curls. 
And although Stadler’s work is very conscious of the various (iconographical) 
elements that can be incorporated in mummy masks, his types should indeed not be viewed as 
fixed categories with a fixed dating, as not all masks follow this progression in elements. 
Examples of this are mask 27 and 28. They incorporate Stadler’s later Type IV Wedjat-eye 
headband, but the headdress is still striped continuously (unlike the headdresses of Type IV, 
which show beads in the strands), and the masks do not show stylized curls underneath the 
headdress, but do portray a striped rim that could be interpreted as an even more stylized 
depiction of hair. Yet there are no scenes depicted on the mask, which is common for masks 
with the Wedjat-eye headband, and stylized hair. Mask 27 and 28 are in the collection of the 
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Petrie museum,89 and have been both dated to the Ptolemaic period.90 Another example is 
mask 29 from the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, which has a striped headdress without 
decoration scenes, a traditional collar, a Wedjat-eye headband, and a bead net decoration over 
the chest. The headdress, collar, and lack of decoration scenes would vouch for a Ptolemaic 
dating, but the mask is dated to the Roman period.91 Whether the dating for examples like this 
one is correct, could be questioned, and it is important to keep in mind that Stadler has 
developed his typology for only 12 masks from Hawara, and that the provenance of mask 27 
and 28 have not been confirmed, and mask 29 is from El-Hiba, not Hawara, making it a 
possibly flawed comparison. But either way it suggests -once again- that stylistic elements 
were used interchangeably, and might have been used during different periods of time. 
A more extensive typology was made by Vasquez in his dissertation on Roman 
mummy masks. He distinguishes 28 types, based on material and technique, gender, dating 
and place of provenance, facial features, hairstyles, head accessories, clothing, the hand 
positions and the objects they carry, jewellery and iconographic motifs.92 Vasquez mostly 
uses the dating provided by previous scholars as a basis for his typology,93 and does not 
question it himself. Of his 28 types, the first is considered Ptolemaic by Vasquez. This type is 
described as ‘following traditional Egyptian masks’, and is suspected to originate in Akhmim. 
Recognizable about this type is the row of uraei on the forehead.94 Examples are mask 13, the 
mask of Hor, son of Peteminis, grandson of Petharoeris, which is dated to 100 BC,95 mask 30, 
and mummy-case 31 of Petubastis. Yet, the latter has been suspected (by i.a. Grimm and 
Riggs) to be a part of the so called ‘Akhmim group’; a group of coffins which was dated by 
Grimm to the 2nd century AD instead of the Ptolemaic period.96 Although Riggs supports an 
earlier date,97 this demonstrates once again the disagreement on the dating (and provenance) 
of mummy masks that have been grouped together based on stylistic assessments.  
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Vasquez’s type 2 consists of the ‘group’ of masks originating from (or assigned to) the 
Fayum. It incorporates Stadlers Type III (for example 23 or 32) and IV (for example 24 or 
33). According to Stadler these masks are from the transition period between Ptolemaic and 
Roman times; he dates his Type III masks (with the headband with a sun disk, red lining of 
the face, and without any hair showing) mostly to the 1st century BC, while his type IV 
(masks with the Wedjat-eye headband, discontinuous stripe pattern on the wig, and hair 
underneath the headdress) has a broader dating from the 1st century BC to the 1st century 
AD.98 Grimm also distinguished these types, dating the former to the late Ptolemaic times (1st 
century BC), and the latter to the early Roman times (last quarter of the 1st century BC – 1st 
century AD).99 Vasquez dubs these types 2.1 and 2.2, but dates them all to the Roman period, 
1st century AD.100 He assigns the same date to masks of Stadler’s type V (with modelled hair), 
but these are described as a new type (tipo 3), also from Hawara.101 Examples of this type by 
Vasquez are mask 26 and mask 34. Vasquez does not explain his dating of these masks, nor 
does he comment on why his dating differs from Grimm and Stadler.102 So once again, there 
is a discrepancy between the dating given by different scholars. This is the case for most 
masks that have been dated on the sole basis of stylistic appearance. It is therefore important 
to remain critical of the way mummy masks have obtained their dating.  
This chapter shows that creating a chronology on the basis of stylistic features leads to 
unreliable and often contradicting statements. There is no consensus on the dating of mummy 
masks and which elements can be linked to which time, as they seem to have been used 
interchangeably. 
 
Dating by earrings 
A method of dating that has been considered to be more reliable than fitting masks in a 
stylistic typology, is the analysis of jewellery.103 Jewellery like necklaces, rings, bracelets or 
earrings were often depicted on coffins, mummy portraits, and masks to exude a high status 
and wealth.104 The practice of dating by jewellery was derived from the analysis of mummy 
portraits and their connection to Roman women’s fashion. Earrings in particular were used as 
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a reliable method for dating as the model of earring would often be quite elaborate and 
therefore easily distinguishable within the fast-changing trends of the Roman period. 
Furthermore, they can be found on almost all female portraits. Based on the model of earring 
the female was wearing, a connection with Roman fashion could be made, and a dating was 
established. This was later also used in dating female mummy masks which depict earrings. 
Since the Fayum portraits were established to be Roman, a connection with Roman fashion 
was sought when first analyzing earrings. This led to a dating of three general types of 
earrings (ball-, hoop-, and bar earrings105) to the 1st and 2nd centuries AD.106 Later scholarship 
on jewellery in Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt continued to refer to the Fayum portraits to date 
earrings.107 So earrings were dated on the basis of the Fayum portraits (which were presumed 
to be Roman), but portraits (and other funerary finds) were now dated on the basis of their 
earrings. This was also used for mummy masks. The arguments always tend to be circular: 
because portraits (and therefore masks) with earrings are automatically set in the Roman 
period, there are no pre-Roman earring depictions.108 This circular reasoning has clouded how 
much we actually know about the origins of the earring in funerary art outside the ‘Roman’ 
Fayum portraits.  
It is known earrings were already common wear in Ptolemaic times, but that when it 
comes to its depiction in funerary art it is not very common within the Egyptian system of 
representation.109 The depiction of earrings is therefore considered a new, ‘Greek’ 
characteristic that is being adopted into Egyptian funerary art. But this, along with the first 
dating of jewellery to be from ‘Roman’ Fayum portraits has led many to believe that earrings 
are a feature that only emerges in funerary art of the Roman period,110 which is not true. 
There are depictions of earrings on multiple media in different times, like f.e. on anthropoid 
coffins of the New Kingdom or Late period. 111  
And so, although we can conclude that earrings (as mentioned by Edgar) were popular 
in the 2nd century AD (based on their appearance in the female Fayum portraits), and although 
                                               
105 For a better description of these types, and examples, see: C.C. Edgar, ‘On the Dating of the Fayum Portraits’, 
The Journal of Hellenic Studies 25 (1905), 230. 
106 Edgar, The Journal of Hellenic Studies 25, 230. 
107 Ogden, J.M., Gold jewellery in Ptolemaic, Roman and Byzantine Egypt Volume I and II (PhD thesis, Durham 
University; Durham, 1990). 
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109 Ogden, Gold jewellery I, 146. 
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there are some models of earrings that we can reliably date in the Roman period, we cannot 
assume that earrings in general were not depicted on masks before this. In fact, mask 35, the 
mask of Tasheriteniset, is an example of a mummy mask that has been dated to the Ptolemaic 
period, but is depicted with earrings (of a plain leech model). One could argue that the dating 
of this mask could be questioned, since no elaborate publication of this mummy (and its 
coffin) has appeared,112 but the assumption that all masks with earrings have to be from a 
Roman date, is still backwards. In order to solve this problem, further research needs to be 
done on earrings on mummy masks specifically, and the popularity of different models in 
different periods. This research would be difficult enough, as earrings on mummy masks can 
be quite vaguely modelled at times, and hard to link to a specific model (Ptolemaic or Roman) 
that was in fashion. 
 Yet, there are some known masks, of which the model is distinguishable, and 
therefore researchable. On the Roman dated mask 36 from Hawara, J.M. Ogden has identified 
a specific type of hoop earring; animal-head earrings with stone beads. According to Ogden, 
these “might be late Ptolemaic”.113 The mask could therefore be earlier in date than 
previously assessed.114 This model (animal-headed) is a type of earring that is known to have 
already existed in Ptolemaic times; these earrings with different sorts of animal heads can be 
found in museum collections, and have been dated to the (early) Ptolemaic period. An 
example of this are earrings 37, which are lion-griffin head earrings from the 4th/3rd century 
BC.115 And although the existence of these earrings in early Ptolemaic times does not prove a 
Ptolemaic dating for mummy masks that depict it, it does indicate the possibility. Once again 
there are no clear arguments why the incorporation of such a ‘Greek’ element as earrings has 
to point to a dating in the Roman period, as it could be a stylistic choice made available for 
women already in the Ptolemaic period. 
And so although jewellery, and earrings in particular, can be a very reliable dating 
method, this is only true for a few securely dated models of earrings which were identified on 
                                               
112 The mummy of Tasheriteniset has been examined as a part of a greater group of mummies from the 
Metropolitan museum through scanning and radiographic methods, but has not been studied by itself. D.T. 
Mininberg, ‘The Museum’s Mummies: an Inside View”, Neurosurgery 49 no.1 (2001), 192-9; C. Thompson, 
A.H. Allam, G.P. Lombardi, et al., ‘Atherosclerosis across 4000 years of human history: the Horus study of four 
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113 Ogden, Gold jewellery I, 158. 
114 The mask is currently dated to the Roman period, partly because the appearance of stylized hair under the 
wig/headdress (of this mask and masks of similar iconography) has been taken to be a clear indicator of a dating 
in the Roman period. This dating criterion will be discussed in the next subchapter. 
115 Metropolitan Museum of Art collection <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/551357> 
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the Roman mummy portraits. In all other cases, we must be careful not to assume the 
depiction of earrings proves a ‘Roman’ dating. 
 
Dating by hairstyle 
A method that has also often been used for dating mummy masks has been passed down to us 
by research on Roman fashion as well: hairstyles. For many masks this has been the dating 
technique that has been relied on the most. There are many Roman mummy masks that depict 
hair which, thanks to the scholarship on the Roman hairstyle trends,116 can be linked to a reign 
of a specific Roman emperor. While the connections to the imperial fashions were first 
devised based on the Fayum portraits, M.F. Aubert and R. Cortopassi have created a typology 
of these hairstyles for masks, based on the collection of plaster masks from the Louvre.117 
Even more so than for the jewellery, the trends for hair (especially for women) rapidly 
changed per emperor, providing us with some quite specific dating for certain masks. Good 
examples are the female mask 38 whose dating on the basis of the hairstyle is said to be from 
the reign of emperor Trajan (98-117 AD), and mask 39 Akhmim, which is dated to the reign 
of Hadrian (117-138 AD). These elaborate hairdos of the early second century AD are very 
recognizable. Mask 40 and 41 are male examples said to have been from the reign of 
respectively Trajan and Hadrian. Dating male masks on their hairstyles, however, can be more 
difficult, as the hairstyles are often shorter and less elaborate. The Trajan hairstyle for 
example can resemble a variation of an earlier attested Ptolemaic hairstyle according to 
Aubert.118 Moreover, Mask 40 is actually said to be from Antinoöpolis, which was not 
founded until the time of Hadrian (130 AD).  
Common belief is that the trends of the hairstyles of the Roman rulers were swiftly 
adopted into the Egyptian culture, making the dating of Roman hairstyles quite specific and 
reliable.119 But it is important to keep in mind we do not know for certain how these trends 
developed in Egypt. And, as mentioned before, progression throughout Ancient Egypt was a 
very locally bound process: around Alexandria Greek/Roman influences were assimilated 
much sooner than in the traditional religious centres like Thebes. Adopting Greek/Roman 
forms and characteristics did not happen simultaneously, and will also have been a local 
development in the case of hairstyles of funerary portraits and masks. Furthermore, certain 
                                               
116 See: Borg, Mumienporträts. 
117 Aubert, Portraits funéraires I. 
118 Aubert, Portraits funéraires I, 23. 
119 Riggs, The beautiful burial, 37; Borg, Mumienporträts. 
 27 
types of hairstyles could return to fashion at a later time, as might have been the case for 
Mask 40.120   
 This makes dating Roman mummy masks already difficult at times. When masks are 
either damaged in the parts that usually identify the style, or when only a part of the hair is 
visible/portrayed, establishing a certain link with a known hairstyle is even harder. Many 
masks that were dated to the early Roman period (1st century BC- 1st century AD) only 
display a rim of curls under the wig, making it impossible to assign it to a certain hairstyle 
model.  
Unfortunately, in previous research the understanding has developed that as soon as a 
mummy mask displays a form of hair, it must be dated to the Roman period regardless the 
uncertainty of style.121 But well-dated comparison examples that could prove otherwise are 
missing for Ptolemaic times. A monograph on Greek hairstyles and their possible influence on 
fashion in Ptolemaic Egypt remains a desideratum. And so, the assumption that the display of 
even a rim of hair under a headdress points to a date in the Roman period perseveres. 
According to Grimm, a form of stylized (painted) curls (for an example, see mask 42 
and 33) was the first phase of Roman hair, that later developed into a modelled rim of curled 
hair, like on mask 43. These curls are not to be confused with the straight line of hair that was 
sometimes portrayed in earlier decades of Egyptian art. The curls underneath the headdress 
are a clear new Hellenistic feature, yet Grimm offers no explanation as to why this hair has to 
be a Roman development. He himself actually offers a comparison with a statue of Ptolemaic 
time.122 The statue in question is statue 44 of a Ptolemaic queen. And even though this 
particular statue is thought to be of Cleopatra VII -whose reign marked the end of the 
Ptolemaic period-, there are examples of earlier Ptolemaic queens with the same Hellenistic 
“snail-shell” curls underneath their headdress.123 A male example is found in statue 45.124  
This shows that the display of a rim of curls underneath a headdress is not just a Roman 
feature, and is already attested in Ptolemaic royal sculpture. 125 Stadler offers the counter-
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argument that this does not prove the motive could already be used by common individuals in 
their funerary art. Unfortunately, this remains an uncertainty. He therefore rightly dismisses 
‘curls underneath the headdress’ as a criterion for either a date before or after 30 BC.126  
 
Besides dating based on the style of the hair on the head, the depictions of beards have also 
been used to -automatically- suggest a dating in the Roman period for male mummy masks. 
Although the depiction of beards was not common, there is a local tradition of 
depicting facial hair in Egyptian art,127 and even on mummy masks. A stylized/painted beard 
can already be found on mummy masks from the Middle Kingdom,128 like f.e. mask 46. In 
Greco-Roman times, such painted/stylized facial hair resembling this Egyptian (false) beard 
can be found, mostly on the idealized cartonnage masks. An example of this is coffin 47 from 
Akhmim. Yet even in these cases, a Roman dating is often assumed.129 
The reason for this is once again found in the linking of the style of beards to the reign 
of a specific emperor, as has been done for the hairstyles.130 Many of the more naturalistic, 
modelled beards of the “individualized” plaster masks have been linked to a certain fashion. 
These masks are often attributed to the second century AD or later. An example of this is 
mask 48, from Tuna el-Gebel, which is thought to be from the second half of the 2nd century 
AD.131 But for other styles of beards, like for example mask 49,132 its relation to a certain 
time-bound fashion is much harder to prove.  
Yet, the presence of a beard is always associated with a dating in the Roman period, as 
they are known to have been popular during this time. An argument in favor of the possibility 
of dating (modelled) beards on mummy masks to the Ptolemaic period as well, lies once again 
in royal sculpture. Statue 50 and Statue 51 are examples of this. It should however be noted 
both these statues belong to late Ptolemies. Statue 50 is thought to be of Ptolemy IX, and 
statue 51 is an unidentified ‘Late Ptolemy’,133 assigning them a date around the 1st century 
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BC. So, if we are to assume elements of the image of Ptolemaic kings and queens were 
adopted swiftly into private funerary art, this would vouch for a dating of mummy masks with 
a similar beard from the 1st century BC on. Yet, here a problem presents itself, as we have no 
indication that the Ptolemaic royal fashions were copied by common individuals, like the 
imperial fashions were.134 Just as with the hairstyles, a certified connection of the depiction of 
beards with the trends in Ptolemaic Egypt cannot be made. It is known beards were worn by 
men in Ptolemaic and Roman times, but little about its origins in funerary art of these times 
can be proved. The depiction of facial hair on a mummy mask can therefore not be used on its 
own as a reliable dating criterion. 
 
Dating by inscriptions 
The most reliable, and therefore most important dating method is the study of inscriptions. 
Inscriptions on funerary art from the Ptolemaic and Roman period were written in 
hieroglyphs, hieratic, demotic, or Greek, and they can provide us with a relatively reliable 
dating based on either the translated content or the paleography of the inscription. A text 
mentioning a date (the year of rule, often with no specific ruler named135) can lead to a 
specific dating, or the way signs are formed and used in a cursive script can be located within 
the chronology.136 This method is fairly reliable, as the field of linguistics for the Ptolemaic 
and Roman periods has progressed greatly. As mentioned in the chapter concerning the 
funerary culture, the interest in papyrology used to be much bigger than the interest the 
Ptolemaic and Roman material culture; early Egyptologists deemed the Ptolemaic and Roman 
times too classical, while the classicist found the material culture too Egyptian to properly 
investigate.137 
 But the study of inscriptions, specifically those on papyrus, did gain the attention of 
scholars early on. Unfortunately, inscriptions on mummy masks are not standard practice. But 
there are a few examples in which the study of the inscriptions has led to the reassessment of 
the dating assigned based on stylistic characteristics. The most well-known example is mask 
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52. In this case, the inscription caused a reassessment of the dating of the mask, showing that 
stylistic features only should not be a basis to form a dating -and subsequently a chronology- 
on. The mask in question was made within the Egyptian system of representation, and would 
therefore - at first glance - be dated to the Ptolemaic or maybe very early Roman period. The 
Greek inscription on the mask, however, was translated to ‘Titus Flavius Demetrius’, the 
name of the deceased. This tria nomina structure was used by Roman citizens. The middle 
name ‘Flavius’ provides a decisive argument for dating the mask to the reign of a Flavian 
emperor, between 69 and 96 AD.138 This mask shows once again that the level of ‘Egyptian’-
ness could be a matter of preference by the owner of the mask more than a time-bound factor.  
 In other cases though, the dating of inscriptions has not led to a later, but an earlier 
date. This resonates with Riggs’ statement that there has been “a persistent tendency to adopt 
a low chronology for funerary and other works of art…”.139 An example Riggs discusses is 
the Akhmim coffin group (for example mummy-case 47 and mummy-case 53). These 
anthropoid mummy-cases - distributed over different museums- were initially thought to date 
to the second century AD based on stylistic criteria.140 But demotic inscriptions on the 
women’s coffins were dated by M. Smith between 50 BC and 50 AD based on their 
paleography.141 Smith himself warns that paleography is not an exact science,142 and recent 
research suggests this timespan might even be pushed further back to 100 BC.143 A demotic 
inscription on one of the mummy-cases mentioned ‘year 33’ as the year of rule in which the 
coffin was created, leading to a more specific dating of the coffins: only two Greco-Roman 
rulers have reigned for this long a period between 100 BC and 100 AD, placing the date of 
that particular coffin most likely in either the rule of Ptolemy IX (83/82 BC) or Augustus (3/4 
AD).144 This could make the Akhmim coffins -which are thought to be created around the 
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same time due to similar craftsmanship- of a Ptolemaic dating, despite the ‘Greek/Roman’ 
elements that first led to a dating well into the Roman period.145 
This coffin group proves perfectly that it is important to keep an open mind on what is 
considered to be Ptolemaic and what is Roman, since stylistic assessments and even reliable 
methods of dating (studying the paleography of inscriptions) might be revised in later times to 
support a new dating. 
 There are also quite a few inscribed mummy masks known to us, of which the 
inscription has not been able to lead to a dating. Oftentimes the inscriptions are too short to 
date based on their paleography or content. For example, mask 54 has a short Greek 
inscription of the names of the owner of the mask (Syros) and his father (Herakles).146 
Although this mask has never been fully published, this inscription probably will not give us 
any certain information on the dating of the mummy mask. Also, mask 16, the mask of 
Artemidora, has been dated based on the hairstyle and the stylistic features of the mask as 
well as a comparison with the other masks of the Meir group. The Egyptian hieroglyphic 
inscriptions on the mummy mask and on the mummy were translated, but did not render a 
date. The Greek inscription of her name on the mummy label on the foot has been separately 
published,147 but has not contributed to the dating of the mummy and mask of Artemidora 
either. 
 And so, dating the inscriptions of the name of the owner of the mummy mask has not 
always been possible. Another form of inscription to appear on mummy masks is a band of 
hieroglyphics on the head. The text on this headband consists of one or more spells from the 
book of the dead.148 Examples of this are mask 17 and mask 55. Based on these spells, the 
masks are dated to the Ptolemaic period.149 Unfortunately, only few masks that depict this 
element have been found. 150 
 Another way of dating mummy masks by inscriptions is found in the masks’ material. 
The cartonnage used to make a mummy mask could consist of discarded papyri. In these 
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cases, the unravelling of the masks has led to the possibility of paleographical or content-wise 
dating of the papyri, and therefore the mask. Unfortunately, the mask needs to be -at least 
partially- dismantled for this. Although this has been practice in the past,151 it is frowned upon 
by modern day Egyptologists. Recently, researchers have been trying to find a method using 
new technology to read the papyri used in the cartonnage without dismantling the mask 
itself.152 This method could be very helpful in the dating of certain mummy masks in the 
future. 
 But for now, dating of inscriptions is still reliant on the texts on either the mummy 
mask itself or the funerary goods found in context. Inscriptions might for example also be 
found on the coffin,153 mummy label,154 funerary stelae,155 or on the walls of the tomb.156 
Unfortunately, this type of dating happens only rarely, as not all mummies were buried with 
funerary goods or in inscribed tombs. In most of the cases, the context of the mummy mask, 
and its provenance are lost, resulting in difficulties for even a relatively reliable method of 
dating as inscriptions.  
 And so, although dating through inscriptions is by far the most reliable method, it is 
not always applicable. Some inscriptions can be too short (names), too standardized 
(hieroglyphic inscriptions) or even too rare (spells from the Book of the Dead on a headband) 
to tell us anything about the masks’ dating, or mummy masks are not inscribed at all. 
Hopefully, scholars will nonetheless continue to attempt revising the dating for mummy 
masks based on their inscriptions or the inscriptions on the accompanying goods. The 
excavation and documentation of new finds would definitely aid this objective.  
 
4. DISCUSSION AND FUTURE 
 
As the research in this work (and many others) demonstrates, mummy masks remain a case of 
great uncertainty. Although the current chronology and the dating methods that led to it are 
often flawed, it is not (yet) possible to prove it incorrect. The group of mummy masks 
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attributed to Hawara that are placed in Roman times (between 1st century BC and 1st century 
AD), like for example mask 8, 9, 24, 25, 33 and 36, come closest to being possibly Ptolemaic 
in date. Most of the elements on which their Roman dating is based (hair under the headdress, 
earrings and the appearance of certain stylistic elements like the discontinuous strands in the 
headdress or Wedjat-eye headband) have been questioned in this research, and demonstrated 
to be unreliable factors. 
As of now, there is no frame of reference for the Ptolemaic period; there is no 
understanding of how mummy masks evolved through this time, as there are almost no 
reliably dated examples from the Middle or late Ptolemaic period. There are almost no 
Ptolemaic mummy masks known to us which have been dated through an inscription,157 
although the lack of a proper overview of Ptolemaic mummy masks has hindered our 
knowledge on this. Within the Roman period, there is more grip on the material, but this is 
only the case for masks that can be placed well into the Roman period (from the late 1st 
century AD on). A lot of uncertainty remains. So where does the ‘over-romanization’ of 
mummy masks come from? Multiple examples have shown how easily masks are attributed to 
the Roman period, based on the appearance of new and/or different elements. This has been 
done in most of the dating methods described in this work; stylistic appearance, earrings and 
hairstyles, but no specific explanation or reasoning is given. Of course, this prejudice has not 
been randomly fabricated, and so it is important to point out on which general assumption this 
tendency is based.  
Changes in artistic traditions have been linked to the beginning of the Roman period, 
because with this change of rule, there was a clear political shift. As Landvatter explains: 
“During the Ptolemaic period, the Macedonian-Greek elite had placed themselves at the head 
of an already existing state, inserting themselves at the top of an already complex hierarchy; 
by the end of the dynasty the Ptolemies cannot be considered anything other than indigenous 
rulers, residing in Egypt itself and ruling it as an independent polity. When Rome conquered 
Egypt, it was incorporated into a highly complex empire: the elites and ultimate rulers of 
Egypt no longer resided there, and Egypt became integrated into a much wider system than 
had been previously possible.”158 Most scholars are of the opinion that the difference in ruling 
style between the Ptolemies and Romans translated into the funerary art.159 This correlation is 
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too vague, however, as it does not explain how or why they started incorporating this new 
system of representation along with the political shift. According to Vasquez, the explanation 
can be found in the fact that ethnic differences were highlighted more in this new political 
system, where Romans now held the high-status positions, and favored the most ‘Hellenized’ 
population. This allegedly led to a spark in accentuating ones ‘greekness’ in funerary art.160 
Yet, we must not forget that this was a tendency that already took place in the Ptolemaic 
period as well, albeit to a lesser extent. 
The expression of ethnicity in Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt is a very complicated 
subject, which this work cannot address at length, but it is important to note that, as Riggs 
points out: “…there is no fixed relationship between the use of material culture, including art, 
and the ethnic identity of a person or group.”161 There is no proof one system of 
representation was used to specifically express ethnicity, as even the importance of ethnicity 
to the Egyptian population in this time is disputed amongst scholars.162 Riggs explains: 
“Greek-ness and Egyptian-ness were possible constructions of identity which might 
complement, compete with, or blend into each other depending on the specific context in 
which, and for which, they were created.”163 This resonates with the earlier statements that the 
incorporation of ‘Greek/Roman’ or ‘Egyptian’ elements may have very well been a choice 
made by the owner of the mask. And although the change into Roman rule undoubtedly had a 
big effect on Egyptian society, it is unclear how exactly this translated into art of the early 
Roman period, and what changes in art had already occurred. We must keep in mind that the 
incorporation of ‘Greek’ stylistic features in the funerary art was already happening in the 
Ptolemaic period. According to S. Ikram: “An increasing Hellenistic input is seen in various 
manifestations of Egyptian art, including that of death.”164 It is therefore important to remain 
open-minded to the idea that some of these changes in Egyptian funerary art may have 
occurred sooner than previously assessed.  
                                               
160 Vasquez, Crenças funerárias Volume I, 98. 
161 Riggs, The beautiful burial, 23. 
162 A good case-study on the manifestation of ethnicity in art/architecture can be found in: F.G. Naerebout, ‘The 
temple at Ras El-Soda. Is it an Isis temple? Is it greek, roman, egyptian, or neither? And so what?’ in L. Bricault, 
P.G.P. Meyboom and M.J. Versluys (eds), Nile into Tiber: Egypt in the Roman World: Proceedings of the 3rd 
International Conference of Isis Studies, Leiden, May 11-14 2005 vol. 159 (Leiden, 2007), 506-554. Other 
studies on ethnicity in ancient Egypt are: K. Goudriaan, Ethnicity in Ptolemaic Egypt (Amsterdam, 1988); I. 
Malkin, Ancient Perceptions of Greek Ethnicity (Cambridge, 2001); W. Clarysse, ‘Ethnic Identity: Egyptians, 
Greeks, and Romans’ in K. Vandorpe (ed.), A companion to Greco-Roman and late antique Egypt (Hoboken, 
2019), 299-313. 
163 Riggs, The beautiful burial, 23. 
164 S. Ikram and A. Dodson, The mummy in ancient Egypt: equipping the dead for eternity (London, 1998), 50. 
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Some of these problems might hopefully be resolved in the future, as current archaeology 
could provide us with new material. Especially excavation sites like Tuna el-Gebel could 
contribute greatly to our knowledge of Ptolemaic and Roman mummy masks. The necropolis 
of Hermopolis Magna, as Tuna el-Gebel is also known, was active during both the Ptolemaic 
and Roman period. The first stone tombs, named “temple tombs”, date from the beginning of 
the Ptolemaic period. The tomb of Petosiris is the most famous, as it a rare example of the 
combination of Greek and Egyptian systems of representation in a funerary monument.165 
Recent research has showed that the mudbrick tombs of the site (named “house tombs”), that 
were previously thought to be only Roman, could be assigned a Ptolemaic dating as well.166 
This re-thinking of the dating of the tombs at Tuna el-Gebel might lead to a re-dating of the 
funerary goods found at Tuna el-Gebel.167 Tuna el-Gebel has rendered a large corpus of 
plaster mummy masks (mostly Roman in date, from the 1st century AD or later), but their 
exact finding spot is often not known. Furthermore, the re-use of Ptolemaic tombs in Roman 
times was not uncommon, so finding undisturbed Ptolemaic burials that can be securely dated 
is very difficult.168 Yet, Tuna el-Gebel continues to be a promising site, as a recent survey 
“came to the conclusion that only about 10% of the area has been excavated and that the 
unexplored area of the necropolis measures about 20 hectares. It is therefore one of the 
largest Graeco-Roman necropoleis in Egypt known so far.”169 Future excavation might 
therefore finally allow us to study the development of funerary culture, and mummy 
masks specifically, within a (secure) provenance and burial context, which would be 
immensely beneficial in the current status of the research.  
 
                                               
165 Lembke, K. ‘City of the Dead: The Necropolis of Tuna el-Gebel during the Roman Period.’ in E. O´Connell 
(ed.), Egypt in the First Millenium AD. Perspectives of New Fieldwork (Leuven, 2014), 84. 
166 K. Lembke, ‘The Petosiris-Necropolis of Tuna El-Gebel’ in K. Lembke, M. Minas-Nerpel and S. Pfeiffer 
(eds), Tradition and Transformation. Egypt under Roman rule: Proceedings of the International Conference, 
Hildesheim, Roemer- and Pelizaeus-Museum, 3-6 July 2008 (Leiden, 2010), 236. 
167 Lembke, in O’Connell, Egypt, 84. 
168 Lembke, K., ‘A “beautiful burial” at Tuna el-Gebel. Burial customs and commemorative culture from the 
Ptolemies to the Romans’ in M.D. Nenna, S. Huber and E. van Andriga (eds), Constituer la tombe, honorer les 
défunts en Mediterranée antique (Alexandria, 2018), 158. 
169 Tuna el-Gebel Tombs <https://www.tuna-el-gebel.com/en/tombs.html> accessed 10.02.2020 
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CONCLUSION 
And so, although the “gap” of (middle and late) Ptolemaic mummy masks cannot be filled 
right now, this thesis has tried to demonstrate the flaws in the current methodology. 
We have seen that the whole field of research into funerary art struggles with the lack of well-
documented, contextualized material. Because of careless excavations, tomb robbery, and 
undocumented distribution of masks and other finds over museums, research of the 
(oftentimes limited) material we have, and comparison of mummy masks to their other 
funerary goods, is complicated. This is true for material from the Ptolemaic period in 
particular. The lack of (complete) burials from the Ptolemaic period is quite inexplicable, and 
has also caused a lack in understanding the development of funerary culture during this time. 
Consequently, only masks that look very traditional are dated to the Ptolemaic period. 
As soon as a mask presents more naturalistic or different features, it is assigned a Roman 
dating, or at the least placed between the 1st century BC and 1st century AD. This thesis 
attempted to demonstrate that we should be careful with and critical of these assumptions.  
The favoring of a Roman date is often explained by the change into Roman rule, which 
caused the expression of ones “greekness” to become more important. But the connection 
between ethnicity and art -and how this influenced Egyptian funerary art- is a subject that is 
still debated.  
In the end, dating on the basis of style alone is inherently unsustainable. We have seen 
many elements that are assumed to point either to a Ptolemaic or Roman dating being used 
interchangeably. We must therefore consider that these elements are not necessarily time-
bound and that the amount of ‘Egyptian’ or ‘Greek/Roman’ features in a mask was either a 
choice of the owner or will have differed per workshop. 
Other methods of dating that do rely on the comparison of stylistic features, but have been 
said to be more reliable are dating by earrings and hairstyles. And although there is some 
relatively reliable stylistic comparison material for both from the middle of the Roman period, 
this does not mean these dating criterions work for every mask. We have seen this assumption 
has led to the over-romanization of elements like hair and earrings in general. They are 
automatically dated to the Roman period, even though there is enough evidence that these 
elements did appear in art of the Ptolemaic time. And although there is no guarantee these 
elements would already have appeared in the Ptolemaic mummy masks, there also is no proof 
they did not or could not have. 
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Dating by inscriptions has undoubtedly been the most reliable dating method, but it cannot be 
applied to all mummy masks. There are some examples in which the research of inscriptions 
has led to a re-dating of masks that were assigned to a certain time based on their stylistic 
features. The only reliable dating that can be obtained, is through the combination of multiple 
dating methods; ideally by the dating of inscriptions, supported by dating by stylistic 
comparison, earrings or hairstyle, supplemented with a clear burial context. 
 
As pointed out many times throughout this thesis, this seems impossible for now. But the 
continued interest in the funerary culture of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt will hopefully lead 
to new finds in the many excavation projects that are still taking place. The supplementation 
of our corpus of Ptolemaic and Roman mummy masks could bring about many more studies 
which could either focus on the developments within a certain provenance, could more 
extensively study the iconography of mummy masks or could generally help to fill the gap of 
Ptolemaic mummy masks. 
For now, it remains important to acknowledge the arisen problems in the research field. This 
work has attempted to shed a light on the difficulties, confusion and disagreement that have 
characterized the issue of dating mummy masks today, and will hopefully present a first step 
to the rethinking of the chronology for mummy masks from Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt.  
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